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Background: The loss of language and the inability to communicate effectively as a result of aphasia often affects community participation. Within the World Health Organisation International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health, disability is recognised as a dynamic interaction between the individual’s health condition such as aphasia and his or her personal and environmental factors. There has been little research identifying the environmental facilitators and barriers to participation for people with aphasia in the community, and little research focusing on the perspective of service industry workers (e.g. retailers, restaurant and café workers, bank employees, travel agents, pharmacy assistants). This study aimed to identify barriers and facilitators to community participation for adults with aphasia from the perspective of service industry workers.
  
Methods: Maximum variation sampling was used to identify participants across the service industry sector using categories found in the Australian and New Zealand Industrial Classification of the Australian Bureau of Statistics. Service industry employees were recruited through a large suburban shopping centre and networks of the researchers. Eight focus groups were conducted with 24 service industry employees. Transcripts of the focus group discussions were analysed using qualitative content analysis procedures and barriers to and facilitators for participation of people with aphasia were identified.

Results: Three broad categories of barriers and facilitators were identified by service industry workers: 1) People Environmental Factors, such as people’s awareness and assumptions about aphasia, their attitudes towards people with aphasia, and strategies people in the service industry may use with people with aphasia 2) Physical Environmental Factors, such as written information and forms, use of technology in the shop, and auditory factors and shop layout, and 3) Business or Organisational Environmental Factors, such as the communicative demands of the business transaction, business attitudes and shop size and staff numbers.

Conclusions:  Service industry employees were able to identify a range of factors that would act as barriers and facilitators for people with aphasia. Some of the more significant findings include the lack of other people’s awareness about aphasia, the willingness of service industry workers at the individual level to accommodate people with aphasia, and the difficulty in making the necessary system, policy, and procedural changes at the organisational level. Speech pathologists are encouraged to assist service industry providers to be more aphasia-friendly through education and training, in addition to assisting people with aphasia to become self-advocates.

